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This paper presents one aspect of a research project evaluating a curriculum model
of a selected child study centre in Singapore. An issue of worldwide interest and
concern is the ‘quality of learning’ debate as it relates to early childhood centres.
In Singapore, the government is focusing on expansion in child care settings and
increases in the amount of funded training. One of the issues surrounding prior-to-
school education raises the question of how one measures the quality of teaching
and learning, to describe the value of using, funding and promoting early
education. The research reported in this study used a quasi experimental research
paradigm to assess one aspect of the quality of a curriculum programme in a child
study centre in Singapore. Children aged between 18 months and 6 years (N = 81)
participated in the research. Using the observation scale of Laevers’ Child
Involvement Scale, the active involvement of children in learning experiences was
measured. The findings are presented and discussed.
Keywords: curriculum; Singapore; involvement; early childhood; child care
Background: early childhood education in Singapore
Underpinned by compelling international research that shows that the early childhood
years are a sensitive period in which a child’s future development is influenced,
Singapore is in the midst of a period of rapid change in early childhood education. The
Singapore Ministry of Education (MOE) and the Ministry of Community Develop-
ment, Youth and Sports (MCYS) have both been extremely active in their quest to
improve the quality of early childhood education and care. Early childhood settings
are expanding exponentially and there is an increase particularly in care for the ‘birth
to Year 3’ group. Financial assistance of SGD$600 (approximately US$460) has been
made available to families qualifying financially for this aid to assist with their
childcare fees (Wong, 2000).
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Aim and approach of the study
The aim of the overall research study was to assess the strengths and weaknesses of
an early childhood curriculum programme in Singapore. The scope of the study was
wide scale. This research paper focuses on a process aspect of curriculum quality as
measured by children’s involvement in the curriculum to contribute to the overall
evaluation of the curriculum. It reports on the following research question: In what
ways can we measure children’s involvement in activities in the curriculum?
Key assumptions from a review of literature relevant to the study
There were three key assumptions that were identified for the study which are
discussed next.
Early experiences matter
Neuroscience findings provide convincing evidence that the early childhood years
are the most critical of all stages of development, and that the first three years of
life are particularly crucial, given the emerging architecture of the brain and its
plasticity.
Much focus has been on the important role that experience plays in the develop-
ment of the brain (McCain, Mustard, & Shanker, 2007; Organisation for Economic
Cooperation and Development (OECD), 2002, 2006, 2007; Shonkoff, 2007; Shonkoff
& Phillips, 2000; Shore, 1997). Experiences in early childhood play a major part in
the development, affecting and shaping of (Mustard, 2008): 
● gene expression and the function of sensing neurons and the development of
neural pathways,
● emotion and regulating temperament and social development,
● language and literacy capability,
● perceptual and cognitive ability,
● how individuals cope with daily experiences, and
● physical and mental health in adult life.
Research further points to the importance of giving children opportunities for
integrating learning, seeking patterns in experiences and being involved in experi-
ential, constructivist approaches to learning (Fosnot, 2005; Fraser, 2006; Jensen &
Kiley, 2005).
With understandings from neuroscience in mind, for the purposes of this study,
the definition of curriculum used was: ‘the curriculum is made up of everything that
happens in the centre. It encompasses all of the interactions, routines and experi-
ences that are part of each child’s day’ (Department of Education and Children’s
Services, 2005, p. 15).
Curriculum effectiveness can be assessed by measuring children’s involvement
In evaluating the effectiveness of a curriculum model, the issue is not the curriculum
model per se, but the quality of the programme, which is the result of using the model
(Wiekart, 1981, cited in Winter, 2003). Therefore, the approach of this study for testing
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curriculum quality was to assess and make value judgements about the experiences of
children (assessed by their involvement in their curriculum) in a child study centre in
Singapore using a particular curriculum model based on the South Australian Curric-
ulum, Standards and Accountability (SACSA) Framework Early Years Band (http://
www.sacsa.sa.edu.au/index_fsrc.asp?t=Home). Specific details of the framework,
published in 2001, are available on the web. The SACSA Framework was selected
because it is one cohesive framework which is based on the assumption that curriculum
can be designed to include teaching, learning, assessment and reporting to cover the
years from birth to Year 12.
Children’s involvement has been promoted by a number of researchers as a key
indicator of curriculum quality and of the effectiveness of curriculum (Laevers,
1994; Raspa, McWilliam, & Ridley, 2001; Ridley & McWilliam, 2000; Siraj-
Blatchford & Wong, 1999). Laevers (1997) identified ‘involvement’ as one of two
process variables (the other being ‘well-being’) that measures the experiences of the
learner. He regards involvement and well-being as conclusive indicators (and more
reliable than structural measures) of the quality of education. Laevers (1997), Raspa
et al. (2001), McWilliam (1991), Pascal and Bertram (1997), and Bennett (2000),
all concluded that higher levels of involvement are critical to high-quality outcomes
for children, active participation in the environment being a precursor for learning
and development.
In addition, the importance of involvement in young children’s learning can
further be shown in early childhood curriculum guidelines. In South Australia, for
example, the SACSA Framework clearly states that ‘a quality early childhood curric-
ulum engages the hearts, minds, bodies and spirits of children and the people who
work with them’ (Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2001, p. 5).
In Hong Kong, the term engage is also used regularly across its local early childhood
curriculum to remind teachers or caregivers to consider engagement as an important
element of young children’s learning quality (Education and Manpower Bureau
HKSAR, 2006, p. 25, 27, 51).
Co-construction of knowledge with children is important
In orientation, the approach of the curriculum at the child study centre in this research
was one of social constructivism based on philosophies of Dewey, Erikson, Piaget and
Vygotsky. The co-construction of knowledge with children was seen to be important,
although the parent community, which often has strong Confucian values, was not
always at ease with such an approach. The SACSA Framework, which provided the
framework for the curriculum at the child study centre, is constructivist in theory and
practice, with a socio-cultural orientation.
A socio-cultural orientation to teaching sees the child as an active learner and also
emphasises the role of culture and language in facilitating children’s learning. Under-
standing of the impact of culture has been greatly enhanced by scholars such as
Vygotsky (1978), Rogoff (1990) and Bronfenbrenner (1979, 2004). This orientation
is highly relevant to children growing and learning in the Singaporean context. A
socio-cultural perspective has direct relevance to the relationships, interactions and
active learning of children. In the Singaporean context, scaffolding children’s learning
is also seen as important (Berk & Winsler, 1995). This is a key feature of a social
constructivist approach to teaching.
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Methodology
Research participants
Participants were 81 children who were enrolled in a child study centre in
Singapore. Children were aged between 18 months and six years. The mean age of
all child participants was 3.9 years. The sample of children included 42 males
(51.9%) and 39 females (48.1%). Among all participants, some 95.1% of the
children were of national race identity (72 Chinese children, 1 Malay child and 4
Indian children) and 4.9% (4 children) were not in any of these categories. As the
centre is a child-care service, the children attend the centre for an average period of
10 hours per day, which includes lunch, showers and rest time of approximately 3
hours each day, and 7 hours are allocated for specific curriculum activities, both
indoors and outdoors.
Research design
A traditional ‘before-and-after’ method was considered central to the research design
in order for the researcher to gather data to show evidence as to whether the curricu-
lum in operation is effective or not. The main advantage of the before-and-after design
(also known as the pre-test–post-test design) is that it can measure change in a situa-
tion, phenomenon, issue, problem or attitude (Kumar, 2005, p. 95). It is the most
appropriate design for measuring the impact or effectiveness of an introduced
programme (Bell, 2005; Bernard, 2000; McMurray et al., 2004).
In order to gather data to answer the research question, Laevers’ (1994) Child
Involvement Scale was used to assess children’s involvement in their curriculum.
Using Laevers’ Child Involvement Scale, nine signals of children’s involvement in
their early childhood curriculum were observed and rated. The nine signals with their
indicators taken from the publication Reflect, Respect, Relate (Department of Educa-
tion, Training and Employment, 2008, p. 83) are listed in Table 1.
Prior to data collection, the researcher was trained in the use of the Laevers’
Child Involvement Scale. Internal inter-observer consistency reliability checks were
conducted at least three times and the level of agreement was found to 90% and
above on each test. A trial of the scale was conducted to assess the efficacy of the
selected observation instrument in the Singaporean context. The tool was found to be
culturally appropriate for use in Singapore and was well suited to the ages of the
children studied.
Children in the present research study were observed on six occasions in both the
pre- and post-data collection periods (Time 1 and Time 2). The rating (on a scale of
1–5) of each child’s six observations was aggregated in order to gain an overall
involvement score, with a possible maximum score of a child’s overall involvement
of 30.
The SACSA curriculum model was the curriculum in operation for the interven-
tion period of six months and the teachers were trained to teach using this framework.
For the intervention period, teachers focused strongly on the socio-cultural approach
and planned for individual children’s learning.
Data collection and analysis
In accord with the decision to use the Laevers’ observation scale mentioned previ-
ously, six detailed observations were made of each of the 81 children in the child study
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Table 1. Nine signals of children’s involvement (Department of Education, Training and
Employment, 2008, p. 83).
No. Signal Description
1 Concentration • The attention of a child is directed towards the activity.
• Only intense stimuli reaches/distracts.
• Eye movements are fixed on the activity (do not wander 
around the environment).
2 Energy • There is considered, controlled and at times exuberant 
movement, with a pace appropriate to the task (not to be 
confused with the release of pent-up energy).
• In motor activities, physical energy is expended and 
transpiration increases.
• In mental activities, zeal is displayed, often showing on 
faces, often manifested as redness.
3 Complexity & 
creativity
• Behaviour is more than routine.
• Activities challenge their capabilities (but do not 
overwhelm them).
• Individuality is applied to the task.
• Own elements are brought in, producing something 
new.
• Shows something not entirely predictable, something 
personal.
4 Facial expression & 
posture 
(non-verbals)
• An intense look, without dreaming into space or eyes 
wandering around the space.
• When listening, feelings and mood are apparent from 
expression.
• Posture directed towards activity.
5 Persistence • Full attention and energy focused on activity.
• Does not easily ‘let go’ of activity.
• Willingly makes necessary effort.
• Not easily distracted.
• Activity is sustained.
6 Precision • Careful attention is applied to work.
• Sensitive to detail.
• Precision in actions.
• Does not ‘race through’ work.
• Not negligent.
• In verbally orientated work, they notice less obvious 
details (e.g. casual words, gestures, facial expression, 
nuances, etc.).
7 Reaction time • Gets alert and responds easily to interesting stimuli.
• ‘Jumps’ into action after possibilities are introduced.
• Reacts to new stimuli as a result of their action.
8 Verbal utterance/
language
• Explicitly indicates their involvement by spontaneous 
comments or sounds.
• Gives enthusiastic descriptions of what they are/have 
been doing.
• Cannot refrain from expressing what they are 
experiencing, discovering.
9 Satisfaction • Displays pride in their exploration, effort and outcomes 
(may be demonstrated by displaying, presenting, 
handling or sharing of their work).
Early Child Development and Care  613
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centre. The scale had a specification of time (two minutes per observation). A total of
300 hours (consisting of 150 hours in Time 1 and 150 hours in Time 2) of observations
of children were systematically recorded for the observations of children. This amount
of observation time was considered to be of sufficient length to answer fully the
research question. The study reported shows the quantitative data which has been
analysed to identify any statistically significant differences between the pre- and post-
test assessments of the children’s involvement in their curriculum.
Results and discussion
Figure 1 shows that the children’s level of involvement is higher in Time 2 than in
Time 1. An independent-sample t-test analysis confirmed that such a difference was
significant (F (1, 160) = 10.81, p < .01, d = −.52) between Time 1 (n = 81, M = 21.12,
SD = 4.43) and Time 2 (n = 81, M = 23.31, SD = 4.04).
Figure 1. Children’s involvement level in Time 1 and Time 2.
Levels of children’s involvement as an indication of curriculum effectiveness
Figure 2 and Table 2 show that there were improvements in all nine signals of
children’s level of involvement between Time 1 and Time 2. A series of one-way
ANOVA analysis confirmed that such differences are significant in all nine signals,
except ‘reaction time’ (Table 2). These findings show that the implementation of child
study centre curriculum model based on the SACSA Framework effectively improved
children’s levels of involvement in eight of the nine involvement signals.
Figure 2. Children’s levels of involvement for each of the nine indicators as a comparison between Time 1 and Time 2.According to the Involvement Scale discussed in the publication Reflect, Respect,
Relate (Department of Education, Training and Employment, 2008, p. 82), four essen-
tial signals must be present for sustained, intense involvement. They are: 
Figure 1. Children’s involvement level in Time 1 and Time 2.
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Figure 2. Children’s levels of involvement for each of the nine signals as a comparison
between Time 1 and Time 2.
Table 2. Mean differences of children’s levels of involvement of each of the nine signals
between Time 1 and Time 2.
Variable/Statistic Time n M SD F (1, 160) d
Concentration 1 81 22.40 4.91 17.29** −.65
2 81 25.36 4.12
Energy 1 81 20.57 4.83 30.08** −.86
2 81 24.37 3.95
Complexity & creativity 1 81 17.28 5.23 20.41** −.71
2 81 21.06 5.42
Facial expression & posture 1 81 22.86 4.74 29.88** −.86
2 81 26.42 3.43
Persistence 1 81 19.90 5.17 5.73* −.38
2 81 21.83 5.07
Precision 1 81 18.20 5.01 6.57* −.40
2 81 20.30 5.41
Reaction time 1 81 18.85 5.23 2.39 −.24
2 81 20.15 5.44
Verbal utterance/language 1 81 20.81 5.49 17.53** −.66
2 81 24.12 4.52
Satisfaction 1 81 21.42 4.85 9.70** −.49
2 81 23.83 4.99
Notes: n = 81, *p < .05, **p < .01. df = (1, 160). All means were expressed out of 30. d represents Cohen’s
(1988) effect size.
Early Child Development and Care  615
D
ow
nl
oa
de
d 
by
 [D
ea
kin
 U
niv
ers
ity
 L
ibr
ary
] a
t 2
2:3
8 3
1 M
ay
 20
12
 
(1) concentration,
(2) energy,
(3) complexity and creativity, and
(4) persistence.
In this study, significant differences were found in all of these four essential
signals. Such findings imply that children’s sustained and intense involvement has
been effectively improved as a result of being active participants in this curriculum
model for a period of six months.
The Laevers’ scale is an internationally used scale to measure active involvement.
When one compares the scores of the children of the selected child study centre with
what Laevers deems to be an acceptable level indicating that the curriculum is
supportive of learning (an average of 3.5 from six observations per child), all children
were found to be well above the level. Such a finding may imply that children in the
selected child study centre are more likely to invest considerable effort in their activity
to add an individual touch to the task and to voluntarily stay at the task (Department
of Education, Training and Employment, 2008, p. 82). Furthermore, it is conceivable
that children in the selected child study centre are more likely to grow in a rich and
stimulating learning environment, especially given the long hours that they are there.
Implications and conclusion
Evidence, as measured through intensive observations of 300 hours and analysed
statistically, indicates that the curriculum at the selected child study centre is effective.
Following the introduction of a curriculum model based on the SACSA Framework,
children’s active engagement in the curriculum, as measured by the Laevers’ Child
Involvement Scale, has shown statistically significant improvement over a six-month
period. There is evidence that a socio-constructivist approach which underpins all
teaching at the selected child study centre and which is central to the SACSA Frame-
work is effective in increasing children’s involvement in their curriculum. It is
however acknowledged that the curriculum effectiveness reported in this study has
been measured on one observation scale, but the findings as reported are robust and
show the importance of measuring children’s involvement as an indication of the
effectiveness of the curriculum.
Information gained from this study may be useful for the selected cohort of teach-
ers in assisting their parents to better understand and accept a social constructivist
approach to teaching. Lim (2010, p. 143), writing of the Singaporean context, states
that many Chinese-Singaporeans have been raised to embrace the Confucian belief
that diligence needs to be instilled in young children. As noted earlier in the article,
some 95.1% of the parents in this study were of national identity – Chinese-
Singaporean. In addition, Lim (2010, p. 143) comments that adults in some societies
are increasingly keen to turn children’s play into more structured forms of work.
However, Ebbeck and Gokhale (2004, p. 196) found that parents in Singapore are now
questioning teaching and caring practices and taking time to consider the most suitable
type of care for their children. Parents then will continue to be interested stakeholders
who want the best for their children’s early childhood education. When the results of
this study are explained to parents, they may indeed be more convinced of the value
of a social constructivist approach which engages children actively to make their own
learning discoveries.
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The issue of making judgements about the quality of early education will continue
to be on the agenda of governments around the world as policy-makers seek to find
answers to the investments they are making in early childhood education. Singapore
is no exception, and investment in human resources, including children, will remain
an important quality issue.
Helping policy-makers, teachers and parents understand what quality is in early
childhood education can be facilitated by informative research. It is hoped that this
research study has provided a database which can be extended by other researchers.
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